Preface
The Rise and Fall of Urban Public Education Urban schools are the most troubled part of the American educational enterprise. Daily, the barrage of reports on staggering dropout rates, rampant violence, demoralized teaching staffs, and declining academic achievement have convinced many observers that urban public schools are the worst in the nation.1 Adding to this perception is the continuing failure of attempts to solve urban educational problems. Regardless of how well thought-out and well intended solutions might be, their goals are rarely realized, caught between the competing demands of local school boards, state departments of education, federal agencies, federal courts, teacher unions, and community groups, to name only the most visible participants in modern urban school politics. The "organizational theorist's nightmare" that David Tyack and Elisabeth Hansot see engulfing all of American education is at its worst in the nation's urban systems.2
This dismal picture stands in stark contrast to the exalted position urban school systems had throughout most of American educational history. Writing in 1919, Ellwood Cubberley claimed that America's urban systems were the best in the nation and had been for nearly half a century. The cities, he argued, "have been able to draw the keenest thinkers and the most capable administrators engaged in educational work."3 These leaders instituted reforms that gave urban systems unrivaled reputations for administrative efficiency, innovative educational programs, and educational quality. When compared to the rural and suburban schools of the era, there is little doubt that Cubberley was correct. Indeed, as late as the 1940s, urban schools still set the standard for excellence for all of American education.
What went wrong? For a quarter-century, Americans have been pasviii Preface sionately and often acrimoniously debating the reasons for the rise and fall of urban public education. Central to this debate is the 1966 study, Equality of Educational Opportunity, better known as the Coleman Report. In this massive survey, Coleman found that, in terms of available resources, black and white children essentially attended separate but equal schools and that the level of resources channeled to these schools made little difference in determining student achievement. Explaining the differences in achievement levels between these children, Coleman argued that families and peer groups had a significantly larger influence on student outcomes than did teachers or school environments.4 One Harvard professor succinctly summed up the report, declaring, "Guess what Coleman found?... Schools make no difference; families make the difference."5
The Coleman Report profoundly affected educational thought in the United States. Former assistant secretary of education, Chester E. Finn, Jr., described it as "probably the best known and most influential piece of educational research ever published."6 The report transformed the debate about educational policy in this country, greatly strengthening some points of view while diminishing, almost effacing, others. Policy analyst Henry Aaron notes that the Coleman Report severely undercut the liberal faith that equalizing educational resources would ultimately equalize educational outcomes. As a consequence, the report encouraged a thorough reanalysis of American education by critics from both the left and right.7
Left-wing scholars and activists used Coleman's conclusions to bolster their arguments that public schools are a tool of American capitalism. Because schools did not mitigate the importance of family factors in determining educational outcomes, these scholars argued that the actual purpose of public education was to reinforce or reproduce social and racial inequality.
Denouncing most reform efforts as superficial, these intellectuals and activists challenged Americans to seek more fundamental structural changes in our society.8 In contrast, conservatives used the report to support their arguments that family structures, core values, and cultural norms are central to educational achievement. Conservatives also questioned the utility of many educational reforms, particularly calls for additional resources to improve public education.9
The Coleman Report appears to have had an equally profound effect on how educational historians have conceived of their work. Apparently convinced by Coleman that resources were, at best, a secondary factor in explaining the problems of American public schools, educational historians have pursued several lines of inquiry that roughly correspond to the larger Preface ix theoretical debates about public education. One of the most extensive analyses of public schools, generally, and urban schools, in particular, has come from a group of left-leaning, "revisionist" scholars who have tried to illuminate the mechanisms through which schools perpetuate social and racial inequality.
Revisionist interpretations trace the problems of urban education to the actions of upper-class, business-oriented reformers who, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, transformed urban school systems in order to satisfy the changing nature and needs of American capitalism. Turn-of-the-century school reform, the revisionists argue, placed power in the hands of economically and socially elite school board members, reproduced social inequality through biased testing and tracking procedures, and socialized children into the norms and values of a bureaucratic, corporate society.10
As a consequence of these reforms, the very structure of urban school systems came to work against the needs of poor and minority children. Rather than being Horace Mann's "balance wheel of the social machinery," modern urban schools have contributed to the creation of a hopeless urban underclass.
As Bowles and Gintis argue, public education has been more likely "to justify and reproduce inequality rather than correct it." Moreover, Bowles and Gintis claim, during periods of wrenching economic and social change, schools have become an "admirable safety valve for the economic pressure cooker.., a monument to the capacity of the advanced corporate economy to accommodate and deflect thrusts away from its foundations. There are four main reasons for focusing on resources. First, at the most fundamental level, the amount of money available to a school system is one of the crucial material constraints on public school development. In many ways, these material constraints define educational priorities, shape the organizational plans of school districts, and even influence changes in schools' curricula.
Second, the level of support for urban schools has rarely been steady. and left the system racially and political isolated. In the epilogue, I assess the impact these political changes had on public education in Detroit and address some policy issues that are implied by the arguments in this book.
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